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A hooded and cloaked man looks down at a large fountain, alongside a woman with long, dark hair, and an intensely gazing panther. From the fountain rises a stone arm holding a large, blunt hammer, with water flowing from it. Behind them, the moon looms large over a violet-tinted starry night with gold lights from within windows dotting the background.
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    To the ones who blazed the trail:




    Thanks for showing us the path to follow.


  




  

    Prologue




    -




    Three small fenners flew in a circle, cooing and trilling as they spiraled down from the azure sky above Tellisar. None were native to the area, of course; fenners mostly lived in warmer climates. Yet impossibly, here they were, their wings tracing white streaks against the blue backdrop of the cloudless sky as they descended. Their singing was calm, peaceful . . . almost tranquil. Only if one were close up, and then only if they were observing every detail intently, might they notice a slight rigidity in the angle of the wings, a slight strain in the curve of the fenners’ necks, a certain wild, staring quality to the eyes.




    Down they flew in their inexorable spiral, down toward Tellisar and the center of the Armor Quarter, toward a building of polished white marble and ebony pillars. They circled around the building’s roof and made for the open area right next to it, a section of white marble flooring and two large fountains, set in a square, in the middle of which two robed figures stood waiting. One of the figures lifted a hand, and the descent accelerated, the fenners straining against the resistant air to go ever faster. In a few moments, they lit upon the robed figure, each of the three spaced precisely over the length of the outstretched arm, where they sat motionless, almost silent except for an occasional coo.




    “Lovely creatures, fenners,” observed the figure watching the birds on his arm. His voice was deep and sonorous, like the sound of metal vibrating after a bell has been struck, and he was dressed in robes bluer than the sky over Tellisar. His face was clean-shaven and unblemished by the advance of years, with dark hair above deep blue eyes; he could have been thirty years old or ninety. But his hand, exposed at the end of the blue-robed arm, was curved, clenched as if in some mild exertion or palsy.




    The similarly blue-robed man standing next to the speaker, brown hair over thin eyebrows, brown eyes, and a sandy brown goatee, nodded. “It has been years since I’ve seen any,” he said, voice slightly higher and less resonant than his companion. “I had not expected to see any here.”




    The blue-eyed man chuckled. “Expectation is a weakness of yours, Father Rennix. It anchors you in the past.” He leaned over the three fenners, their feathers shivering slightly. “There are many things we do not expect to see, or experience . . . yet we do. Eventually we come to realize the only thing we can expect is the unexpected.” He glanced at Rennix, the slightest suggestion of a smile playing on his lips. “But then, I suppose expectations are part of what the Service needs. Rules, regulations—predictability.”




    Rennix smiled without mirth. “It is part of my charge, Eparch Kaenath. Our Acolytes work best with an understanding of what truly is.”




    “Indeed,” the Eparch replied, stroking the feathers of the largest fenner, sitting in the middle of the row. “Then what do we understand about our new arrival?”




    Rennix’s jaw worked slightly. “Not enough, Eparch.” He took a few steps away, gazing at the fountain. “We know his name. We know he arrived in Tellisar about three months ago, before the first snow. We know he has companions with him—though who or what they are remains uncertain. I’ve heard everything from cats to children to giants to dragons, but getting any real details we can confirm has been . . . difficult.” He sighed. “But that’s temporary. We’ll find him one way or the other.”




    “I’m less concerned about finding him,” Kaenath said, eyes narrowing slightly as he leaned closer to the large fenner. “I’m more concerned with stopping him.”




    “We’ll do that too, Eparch. He hasn’t appeared in any of our reports, and so wherever he is, he can’t be doing much for the moment.”




    “And what, Father Rennix,” Kaenath said as he raised an eyebrow, “would give you that idea?”




    Rennix blinked. “I know this city, and I know my Service. We’ve had enemies before, and all of them have felt Argoth’s Hammer in the end. This Grayshade will be no different.”




    Kaenath leaned back from the fenner, whose head was beginning to swivel back and forth as if the bird were looking for something, and turned to face Rennix. “You’re forgetting your recent history, and this person’s place in it.” He turned to face the fountain, the fenners shifting slightly on his arm as he moved. “Cohrelle’s history, for one.”




    “The Order’s High Prelate in Cohrelle had ideas about him, Eparch, and if he could have been—”




    “The High Prelate,” Kaenath said, cutting Rennix off, “was as arrogant as he was stupid.” He looked up at the darkening sky and shook his head. “He moved far too quickly in Cohrelle, with no understanding of the variables at play, putting all of his faith in his Acolytes without seeking outside allies. He had no control of the political situation outside of the Order. He had no control over Grayshade.” He looked at Rennix, blue eyes cold and fathomless. “He was a fool who deserved his fate.”




    “Even so, Tellisar is not Cohrelle, and Grayshade is one man, Eparch,” Rennix objected. “Surely there is a limit to what one man can do.”




    “This one man,” Kaenath replied, “thwarted our efforts in Cohrelle, and ended any chance we had of controlling it for years. The Order will be lucky to run a market stand there by the time the Governor has completed his purge. This one man almost singlehandedly tipped the scales in the war between Calarginn and Arginn, essentially ended our influence with Arginn, and weakened our authority here. And this one man,” he went on, turning away again as the fenners on his arm were becoming increasingly unsteady, “has eluded all your efforts to find him for the better part of three months since he supposedly arrived here, or even to discern what he’s been up to. In short, this one man Grayshade has done more than his fair share to hamper, undercut, and harm the Order of Argoth since he became a renegade. And now he has come here—unless I am very much mistaken, because he has decided to go after us. I am . . . disinclined to underestimate him again.” He took several slow steps forward, watching as the fenners began to shuffle and bump into each other, the one on the far right nearly falling off of his arm. “I am disinclined to let him destroy any more of the Order, especially not now . . . not when we are so close. Do you understand?”




    Rennix nodded. “I do, Eparch. Then we must find him. But if he is as skilled and dangerous as you say, it will be difficult.”




    “Begin with his allies,” Kaenath said, looking at the fenners curiously as, their eyes wide and beaks opening and closing silently, they began to flap their wings, banging into each other. “Find them, and you will find him. End them . . . ” Suddenly he relaxed his hand, and without a cry or call, the three fenners toppled off his arm and fell to the ground with a loud thump. There they lay, in a heap, motionless and staring. “End them, and you’ll end him,” Kaenath said, turning his blue-eyed gaze to his companion. “Can you do this, Father Rennix?”




    Rennix swallowed and bowed. “As you say, Eparch. We will find them, and him.”




    “We are so close,” Eparch Kaenath said softly, turning and walking away with Father Rennix close behind. “So close to the time when none of this will matter.” The two men exited the Garden of Argoth’s Forge, in the Armor Quarter of Silarein’s capital city of Tellisar, without a single glance back at the three small white birds which would never move again.


  




  

    PaRt One




    APOSTASY




    Do not seek alternatives.
One will never find the way after turning from the straight path of righteousness.




    —The Seventh Rite of Devotion


  




  

    Chapter One


    -




    When I was a child, the markets of Cohrelle always fascinated me, the sights of bustle and stir, the sounds of trade and barter, the smells of food and sweat blending into a complex tapestry of sensation as I passed by stalls with all manner of goods for sale, the merchants standing near them shouting the quality of their contents. I suppose I could have found it overwhelming, too . . . but for some reason, there was a life in that place which energized me. And I remembered someone with me, holding my small hand in her cool, pale one, tall and gentle . . .




    No. That time is long past, and memory is treacherous. It will turn you if it wants, betray you when it can. Focus on now.




    Still, the excitement of the markets had never left me, and as I stood inside the door to Carver’s General Goods, in the middle of the Gauntlet Quarter, the eastern section of the great city of Tellisar, I listened intently to the calls and responses of merchants and customers coming from Lantern Street. In here it was much quieter; most customers seemed to know what they wanted, and the store’s owner, a burly man with a thick mustache, stood behind the counter at the back of the room with his arms crossed, staring at the people browsing his wares. But one person was not looking to buy: a young child of ten, with an earnest expression on their smooth brown face, who was making their steady way to the counter.




    “Excuse me,” they said, their high voice clear, almost musical.




    The burly man’s mustache twisted. “Aye,” he said gruffly. “All the goods we’ve got are out there. What d’ya want?”




    “Well, I guess I’m not looking to buy anything, or not anything on the shelves, anyway,” the child said easily. “I’m looking for information, actually.”




    “I ain’t a guide, nor a tale-swapper,” the man replied. “Don’t go bothering merchants at work. Be on your way to the Helm Quarter, or the Sabaton Quarter. Some of what they’ll sell you there might even be true.” He chuckled without smiling. “Now, go on, child.”




    “It seems like you’ve been here a long time,” the child said. “I’d guess you know most of the people around here . . . give them advice, maybe, counsel when they need it. They already trust you enough to buy from you; why wouldn’t they trust you to give them news of the city?” They smiled, but the man pursed his lips, his mustache bristling.




    “Ain’t about being trusted. It’s about what I do and don’t sell. I don’t sell information. Too dangerous, and too expensive.” He glared down at the child. “Now go tell whoever you’re working for to keep you out of here before it starts trouble.”




    “Oh, I’m not working for anyone,” the child responded. “My name is Caron, and—”




    “Don’t care what your name is. Be on your way.”




    “Oh, of course, as soon as I get the information I need. It’s about a religious order, actually . . . I’m sure you’ve heard of them.”




    “Don’t hold with religion,” the man said, turning away. “Waste of time.”




    “Well, this one is pretty important. It’s the Order of Argoth, and—”




    The burly man spun around, his eyes wide. “The Order—” His mustache twisted violently. “I’ll thank you to get out of my shop.”




    Caron blinked. “Well, I—”




    “I said get out. Don’t want no trouble with any religion, and especially not the Order. You can go babble in the Helm Quarter with the other mad ones for all I care, but don’t do it in my store. Out.”




    Caron raised an eyebrow, then nodded. “I’m sorry to have distressed you, sir. I hope sales are good for you today.” The man said nothing, just staring at them before Caron nodded again, turned, and left. Suddenly I saw the man, gazing after Caron, exchange glances with three customers at the front of the store who were looking at him, then subtly but definitely nodded in the direction of the door. Immediately the two men and one woman exited . . . but not alone. I waited a moment for the burly man’s attention to shift elsewhere, then slipped out after the three customers. Caron, it appeared, had attracted attention of a less than welcome kind.




    Outside on Lantern Street I quickly looked in both directions, heading to my right as I saw the slight figure of Caron making their way down the street, followed by the three people from the shop. Caron had not set a fast pace, and their pursuers seemed in no hurry to overtake them. But I could see their focus on Caron, slipping around peddlers and passersby on the street, and they were slowly gaining ground. I ducked around a wagon being dragged to the side of the road and past an older man holding the hand of a young boy, counting the alleys as we went. Three . . . two . . . one—and then, past a stack of crates, Caron turned into a small alley on their left. The three followers glanced at each other, then drew next to the alley’s entrance and peered around the corner.




    “Nowhere to run,” one of the men hissed, “and nowhere to hide. I’ll head down the center; flank out behind me.” The other two nodded, and I saw a flash of metal as both drew daggers from their belts while the man entered the alley. They waited a few moments, glanced behind them, then followed.




    So did I.




    The alley was narrow, running between two fairly ramshackle buildings the roofs of which extended over the alley and cut further into the limited space and light. It was fortunate it was daytime, in fact, or it would have been nearly impossible to see. As it was, it took a moment for my vision to adjust and make out the two figures in front of me, one on each wall, slowly and silently moving forward. “Look, child,” I suddenly heard a raspy voice say, and peering into the dim light I saw the third figure stopped and staring at something in front of him. “Don’t be scared, we’re just here to talk.”




    “I don’t mind talking,” I heard Caron’s voice say as the two other figures drew to a halt not far behind their companion, with me in turn dropping to a crouch behind them. “But it doesn’t feel like you want to talk.”




    “Why would you say that?” the man responded, perhaps with a slight chuckle.




    “Well, I don’t know why you wouldn’t just talk to me in the store instead of following me here. And I don’t know why your friends behind you have daggers drawn. And most of all,” they said as the man drew himself up, back straight and rigid, “I don’t know why you’d be so nervous if you just wanted to talk. Nervous . . . and angry.”




    The man and woman in front of me glanced at each other, though I couldn’t yet make out their expressions, as the man near Caron laughed again. “Now, why would you think we’re nervous or angry?”




    “I can feel it,” Caron said simply.




    The man was silent for a long moment as his two companions stepped forward to stand right behind him. “You were asking questions in Carver’s a little while ago,” he finally said. “Now, in Tellisar, you ask questions, people notice and start asking questions about you. We ain’t seen you around before, and you’re pretty young to be that curious. I’m betting you’re not that curious for free, and you didn’t think up those questions on your own. All you need to do here is tell us who put you up to asking what you did, and you can be on your way.”




    “I don’t think so,” Caron replied. “Whether or not I tell you anything, or whatever I tell you, you’re not planning on letting me leave this alley and tell people who and where you are. Which means there’s no reason for me to tell you anything.”




    The man sighed. “There is,” he said, drawing a short sword from his belt as the man and woman behind him readied their daggers. “Because now we’re going to bring you to heel, the way you do any stubborn puppy that doesn’t do what it’s told. Same amount of pain, but not doing what you’re told makes everything take a lot longer. Sad, really, but you’ve made your own choices.”




    “That’s true,” Caron acknowledged. “But we’ve both made choices today. Are you sure you don’t want to rethink yours? If you stay here, you’ll get hurt.”




    The man barked a harsh laugh. “Too bad Carver didn’t have the chance to talk to you himself . . . you could have taught him about having a sense of humor.” He lifted his sword. “But that’s all over now.”




    “Yes,” I said. “It is.” I drew my cucuri as I leapt toward the man on the right, who hadn’t even fully turned in my direction before the hilt of my blade raked across his skull. He slid to the ground with a sigh as his companion slashed wildly in my direction, but the blade went well over my head as I was already low to the ground again, sweeping my leg around to catch her as she stood. She went backwards in a heap, and the sound of her skull impacting the stony ground as her blade clattered away from her told me she wouldn’t be a threat for a while. I turned to face the other man—but found I was looking at Caron instead, around whom the man’s arm was twined, his blade at their throat. Now that my vision had adjusted to the dim light, I could see his eyes were wide, his shadowed face covered in sweat.




    “This one yours?” he growled. “Then back off, or they’ll be done permanently.”




    “You talk too much,” I said, balancing on the balls of my feet. “Talk less and do more, and you wouldn’t be in this spot.”




    “Thanks for the advice. But I don’t take lessons or orders from a sneak in an alley.” I saw his arm tighten around Caron’s chest; Caron’s eyes were wide too, but their expression was otherwise calm, their breathing steady.




    “I’m not a sneak, and I’m not giving lessons or orders,” I replied. “Just some advice. If you see someone take out two of your men in a few seconds, you might want to consider your own situation carefully. You won’t get anything from this child. But keep holding on to them, and you’ll get more than you want from me.”




    “Now who’s talking too much?” he said with a sneer, but I could feel him drawing back slightly. My gaze flickered down to Caron, who looked at me briefly; their eyes shifted, and I knew they had understood. “Here’s how this is going to go,” the man went on. “You’re going to walk backwards, slowly, right to the edge of the alley. Then you’re going to lay your weapon on the ground and move well across the street while I bring this one out and back down to Carver’s. We’ll let him decide what to do with the child.” He placed the flat of his blade right underneath Caron’s chin, so they had to look up to keep from getting cut. “No one gets hurt, no one loses.”




    I pursed my lips. “That’s a fair deal,” I said, “if I trusted your word. But I’ve already seen you lie to this child, and if I hadn’t been here they would have been more than hurt by the time you were done. I think you’re lying now.” I drew myself up slowly, watching as he took a step back, dragging Caron with him. “Here’s what’s going to happen instead. You’re going to let the child go. I’m going to stand aside, and you’re going to leave this alley alive . . . and go learn how to tell the truth.”




    His eyes narrowed. “You don’t have the leverage here, sneak. Get out of my way, or the child dies. We’re done talking.”




    I looked at Caron. “Yes,” I said, deliberately building a sense of anticipation, concentrating on my readiness, actively feeling my tensed muscles, my hands loose and open near pockets in my cloak, my slightly accelerated heart rate. “We’re done talking.” Caron nodded, and I waited as the man just slightly lowered his arm holding the blade at their throat. I watched a bead of sweat roll slowly down his cheek. Suddenly his muscles tensed, and just before he could pull his blade back up, I threw a spray of kushuri darts as Caron pushed back into him, hard. He reflexively lifted his free arm to block the darts, but simultaneously staggered back from Caron’s unexpected push, and three darts landed in his neck. He released Caron and fell to one knee, clutching at the darts, but I was on him in seconds, and with one slash he was gone.




    Caron and I stood above his body, looking down in the half light of the alley. “Are you all right?” I asked Caron.




    They nodded, their expression serious. “Are you?”




    I nodded but said nothing for a long while, gazing at the man’s face, remembering. “I’m sorry,” I said at last. “I didn’t want to do that . . . especially not in front of you. But he was going to . . . ” I trailed off and shook my head. “I’m sorry,” I repeated.




    “I understand, Grayshade,” Caron said quietly. “I could feel his anger, his fear. He would never have let me go. I’m sorry he grabbed me . . . I didn’t have anywhere to go. If I could have stayed away for another few seconds . . . ”




    “It was my fault,” I said. “This was the alley we agreed that you should go into if you were followed; I didn’t think about how little room there would be for you to avoid being grabbed while I was eliminating the other threats. It was a foolish mistake. I gave him plenty of chances to walk out alive, but . . . ”




    “He felt trapped,” Caron said. “He might have been just as afraid of what would happen to him if he walked out without me as he was of you.” Their expression softened. “Feeling that amount of fear—the sense of helplessness . . . ” They shook their head. “It’s not pleasant.”




    There was a time when I would have laughed at such words, or dismissed them as the weak mutterings of someone with one foot already in the grave. But that was before everything else over the past six months had happened, before I had lost my livelihood, my faith, and nearly—multiple times—my life. That was before my world had changed forever.




    Now, I felt the weight of what Caron said. I wasn’t a sensate like them, and couldn’t viscerally feel the emotions of those around me as they could. But now I knew what it was to inspire fear, and to feel it myself, and now I knew what it was to feel trapped and helpless. How might I act in a dark alley, desperate, out of hope and time, when I had just followed orders to make a marginal living? Would I have thrown away my leverage and walked out, trusting in the stranger who had taken out my companions with ease to let me go?




    Looking at the man’s dead face, I thought I knew the answers to these questions . . . and took little comfort in the knowledge.




    Suddenly someone’s hand slipped into mine, and I looked with a bit of surprise to see Caron looking at me. “Learning from the mistakes of the past is one thing,” they said. “But to remain blanketed by those mistakes, weighed down by them, is another.”




    “A lesson from your teachers?” I asked.




    Caron smiled. “A thought I had myself.”




    I smiled back. “And a good one. Let’s go home.” And with one final look down at the body of the man who could no longer learn from his mistakes, we turned and left the alley together.




			~




    Home was, of course, a relative term. We had been in Tellisar for nearly three months now, but that was a fraction of the time we would need to fully explore a city of this size. It was twenty years before I felt truly at home in Cohrelle, twenty more before I understood how it moved and breathed and changed from day to night, season to season. For Tellisar, larger, taller, and ever-shifting, it would take more years than I could count to know it that well. Still, we had at least been here long enough to know the basics . . . and, I hoped, not look entirely out of place.




    We had spent much of the last two weeks in the eastern area of the city, known by its residents as the Gauntlet Quarter. Most of the general stores and merchant residences were here, and anyone who spent any time gathering information knew that outside of informants and innkeepers, merchants knew more about what was happening around them than anyone else. But there were many merchants, and progress had been slow—most of the ones we had spoken to were no more helpful than Carver, though he was the first one that had sent anyone after us.




    This had always been a risky strategy, of course; we needed to gather information about the Order of Argoth, but had limited options for how to go about doing it. Neither Rillia nor I had any real contacts in Tellisar, nor familiarity with its traditions or customs, but we knew that the Order was strong here—though much less public than it had been in Cohrelle, which in some ways made it even more dangerous. Trying to track down informants like Rumor would have exposed us completely, and even in a city of Tellisar’s size, we wouldn’t be able to hide once the Order had fixed upon us. They almost certainly knew we were here already—the situation with Arginn and Calarginn from a few months ago would no doubt have warned them of our arrival. And the Order was still the Order, with ways of finding things out. But even for them, finding a specific individual or small group among a hundred thousand or more would be a challenge no matter who the target was, and when the target was us, it would be even more difficult.




    Still, the relative obscurity in which we lived was a double-edged sword. If they couldn’t find us while staying hidden, we also couldn’t find out much about them in the same state, and as I said, we had no allies to whom to turn. It was Caron’s idea, a few weeks after we arrived, to start asking the questions themself, reasoning that their slight frame and open affect would help put others at ease and their sensate abilities would help them pick up on how the person being questioned was feeling, and of course I had to agree that these things were not insignificant advantages. But I refused to allow them to go out on their own; for all of Caron’s wisdom and growing powers as a sensate, they were still very young, and had little experience with cities, especially ones in the Cloud. So we agreed that I would follow them on these fact-finding expeditions, to keep them safe and look for details they might otherwise miss, and we discussed protocols to follow if they were ever threatened. In the end, that caution had been life-saving . . . at least Caron’s life. For the life of the man who had threatened them . . .




    Don’t be weighed down by your mistakes, Caron said. But I was used to that weight, and old habits were sometimes hard to break.




    “Do you think Carver knew more than the others?” Caron suddenly asked, startling me from my reverie as we walked. After making sure we weren’t being followed, I had settled more into my own thoughts than I realized. We were nearly out of the Gauntlet Quarter now; the bright signs and beautiful houses of the merchants had dwindled, and as we turned on to the Lane of Renewal I could see the road of healing houses stretching out before us, at the end of which was the Sabaton Quarter, South Tellisar, and our current home.




    “I don’t know,” I said, glancing down at Caron, who was looking around with their usual expression of curious interest as we walked. “You told me you didn’t sense any real fear from him, and he didn’t strike me as a power broker, or someone with a great deal of hidden knowledge. But he sent people after you; even if he didn’t mean for you to be killed, he has to be dealt with one way or the other. We can’t go back there now, after what just happened. But I’ll pay him a visit soon, and we’ll see what answers we can get from him.”




    A cry of pain came from within the small building next to us as we walked, a wooden sign with the classic image of a cloaked figure tending to a prone figure carved on its surface. The healing houses of Tellisar were much more extensive than those in Cohrelle, regulated by the city and completely decoupled from any religious orders. Churches and temples here were allowed to provide basic medical care to their parishioners, but anything more serious had to be referred to the healing houses for treatment. Coming from a place where religious structures were of equal importance to governmental ones, this arrangement still felt strange to me, but it made sense; on the surface Tellisar seemed to be much more driven by its military and merchants than its religions, and it put a premium on making sure these basic services were managed properly. Soldiers themselves were treated for injuries elsewhere, mostly in the Sword Quarter where most of the barracks were found, but almost everyone else, from the poor to some of the wealthiest in the city, came here for healing.




    Caron looked at the building as we passed and shook their head.




    “Can you sense anything from within?” I asked.




    “Yes,” they replied, the expression on their face sad. “Fear, and a great deal of pain. The same thing I felt in the—” They glanced at me and fell silent, but I could complete the sentence internally: it was the same thing Caron had felt in the alleyway, from the man I was forced to kill. And there was more where that came from, for if all went as it had to, we would be facing death, our own or others, more than once. The Order had to be stopped, but even if it could be—even if, against all logic and reason, my companions and I could bring down something as well organized, disciplined, and focused as the Order of Argoth—it would not go quietly. The fact that I could see no alternative didn’t make things any easier.




    We reached the end of the Lane of Renewal and turned slightly left onto Central Street, the widest road in all of the Sabaton Quarter. This was easily the largest part of Tellisar; almost everyone but soldiers, merchants, and government officials lived here, and both taverns and temples—one for the body, one for the soul, I thought wryly—had been built here to accommodate them. The Poor Markets were crammed in here as well, the bustling, dirty home of haggling and unregulated goods which made the activity from the general stores in the Gauntlet Quarter seem like prayer services in a church. All of this was, ostensibly, to support the operation of the Docks, the massive array of wooden platforms where countless ships arrived and departed every day, into the Glacalta and from there to the Labyrinthine Sea and the nations beyond. The trade to and from and through Tellisar had made it the richest and most powerful city in Silarein, and well beyond; it was a greater city than Cohrelle in more than just population. But for a city so reliant on trade, it certainly seemed anxious to keep the people and goods responsible for making it so at arm’s length, until it could properly organize and direct them.




    Still, there was no better place than the narrow alleys and turning lanes of the Sabaton Quarter, and the thousands of residences and residents found there, to pass through without notice. When we first arrived in Tellisar, I had thought that staying in or near the governmental areas would be the most efficient way to gather information, since there was no separate district for the churches as there was in Cohrelle, and from what I could tell, the organization of the churches throughout Tellisar was much more haphazard anyway. But I soon realized I had assumed too much too quickly. Religion was, in its own way, just as important in Tellisar as it had been in Cohrelle, but here it was driven much more by individual needs than by the demands of groups or organizations. Religion here catered to the people, so it was to the people we needed to go.




    “The people are restless,” Caron said as we made our way through the press of workers, merchants, and travelers heading from or to the Docks, squeezing past carts filled with overflowing sacks of grain and wagons laden with raw metal for the forges.




    “I could have told you that,” I said, glancing at Caron as I narrowly avoided two people yelling at each other over a tipped wagon and a smashed pile of plates and glasses.




    Caron smiled. “Yes,” they replied. “But there’s more. They feel . . . worried, I think, unsure about what’s happening in the world around them. They’re on edge.”




    “So am I,” I said as we ducked out of the path of a terrified seabird’s flight as it shot past. It must have ventured too far from the Docks and was now trying to get food and escape with its life . . . and I knew that feeling all too well. “This way.” We slipped into an alley extending off of Central Street, leaving the noise behind, and followed as it wound around several buildings before exiting onto the much calmer Street of Sixes, named after The Sixes gambling den at the street’s far end. But we were headed to a smaller building before that, a ramshackle structure of wood and stone which somehow fit two stories within its frame. Stopping in front of the crooked wooden door, I knocked three times, waited, then knocked four times more. After a moment the door opened, revealing a woman and, behind her, the silent form of Caoes, the panther.




    “Come in,” Rillia said. “Hurry.” Her dark hair was tied back into a single ponytail, and she was wearing her usual gray tunic and pants. But her forehead was sweaty, her eyes angled in deep worry.




    “What—” I began, but she shook her head quickly.




    “Not now,” she said. “Just come in.” I glanced down at Caron, who looked back at me, their expression one of mild surprise. “Hurry!” Rillia said again, her tone impatient as I looked back at her. “I overheard one of the soldiers heading to The Sixes, some fool in their cups. Said there was talk that some people were making trouble, that it was getting some others agitated. They said they’d got word to keep an eye on things with the Just God.” She stared at me, gaze intense and searching. “It has to be the Order, Grayshade. I think they’re on to us.”


  




  

    Chapter Two


    -




    Even with only four creatures in residence—two adults, one child, and one panther—there wasn’t much room in either floor of our makeshift home in the Sabaton Quarter. When we first found it, it had been abandoned and condemned . . . not surprising, given its filthy condition and resident population of vermin. But somehow arrangements for the building had fallen through the cracks of Tellisar’s bureaucracy, and Rillia soon discovered that the plans to tear it down had been put on “temporary hold” many years ago, and may well have been completely forgotten. Keeping up appearances was of little concern in the Sabaton Quarter, which made it perfect for us.




    We took a week to clear and clean the place when we found it, and at least a month more to make it vaguely livable. Rillia had insisted on making sure we had plenty of shelves, while I wanted the walls to be reinforced and largely silent. The result was a mixture of my old room at the Cathedral in Cohrelle and Rillia’s old shop there—not even remotely compatible, but despite everything, reasonably functional. We had a kitchen and multipurpose living/dining room on the first floor, on which the only really soft surface was Caoes’s bed . . . something both Rillia and Caron had insisted on, though knowing what sort of surfaces we had used for beds during our trek across Silarein, I doubted Caoes really needed it. At the moment we entered, he was curled up in his bed near the hearth, eyes apparently closed, but I knew better than to trust appearances with him.




    A fire was crackling in the hearth, not overly large or particularly warm, but still a welcome respite from the chill of the early spring weather outside. Caron and I sat down on two wooden chairs, as Rillia brought over a jug of water and two cups. “Are you okay, Rillia?” Caron asked, concern in their voice. “I can—”




    “Never mind, Caron,” Rillia said, setting the jug and cups down on the small table in front of us and standing straight again. Watching her tight-lipped mouth and narrowed eyes, I didn’t need to have Caron’s abilities to know that Rillia was angry . . . and even more than that, frightened.




    “All right,” I said, filling Caron’s cup and my own. “So you’ve heard a drunkard talk about people making trouble, and something about the Just God. And you think that means us?”




    “Who else would it mean?” Rillia responded, voice intense, arms folded as she stood watching us.




    I took a deep drink from my mug and shrugged. “Not sure. But Tellisar’s a big city, and we already know the Order is a big part of it, even if it’s a lot lower profile here than in Cohrelle. Could be there are others looking into the Order the same way we are, and it could be they’re the ones in trouble.”




    Rillia scowled. “It could be that they’ve decided to disband and spend the rest of their miserable lives serving the poor and destitute, too, but I didn’t think you liked fairy tales.”




    “You of all people should know I wouldn’t minimize the Order, or our risk in investigating them,” I said with a frown. “But you’re basing this on something you overheard from some soused soldier, and we both know the dangers of relying on the words of either drunkards or soldiers.”




    Rillia shook her head. “This was more than that. I heard his voice, Grayshade; this didn’t sound like boasting to me. And with the chances you’ve been taking lately, it’s not surprising that the Order might have finally caught wise.”




    “But isn’t that what we want?” Caron asked. “Don’t we need the Order of Argoth to get closer to finding us if we’re going to find anything out about them?”




    “It’s not what I want,” Rillia replied, furrowing her brow. “What the two of you are doing is . . . foolish, Caron. It’s putting yourself in unnecessary danger, and this proves it.”




    “Oh, I’ve been in worse danger than this,” Caron replied promptly. “I was even in more danger earlier today.” Rillia slowly looked in my direction as I glanced at Caron, but I already knew it was pointless; Caron’s honesty was as consistent as it was, occasionally, annoying.




    “So,” Rillia said after a moment of silence. “What kind of danger are we talking about, Grayshade?”




    I took another drink from my mug and sighed. “One of the merchants in the Gauntlet Quarter got hot under the collar when Caron asked the usual set of questions, and when Caron left, they didn’t leave alone. A few lowlifes followed, and I dealt with them.”




    “They were going after Caron?”




    “They were,” I said quietly. “But it didn’t happen.”




    “But it could have,” Rillia said, eyes flashing, “and if it had, you would have been responsible.”




    “No,” Caron said, “because I—”




    “No, Caron,” Rillia said, cutting them off. “This isn’t about what you suggested or wanted. It’s not even about your training, or your powers. It’s about pushing the line from risky to foolish, and Grayshade knows, maybe better than anyone else, what that line is. He let both of you cross it, and you’re both still crossing it now. What if these ‘lowlifes’ decide to track you down?”




    “They won’t,” I said, thinking about the dead face of the man in the alley. “Two of them didn’t even see what hit them, and they won’t be interested in finding out when they wake up. The other one . . . ” I trailed off while Rillia, seeing me shake my head, narrowed her eyes.




    “Are you serious? You’re leaving bodies unconscious in the streets and you think no one will notice? And what about the merchant?” she demanded. “He’s just going to let everything go? Or are you going to ‘deal with him’ too?”




    “What’s the alternative, Rillia?” I asked, looking at her intensely. “How would you suggest we find our information about how the Order and the Service functions in Tellisar? Should we wait for them to jump us in a dark alley? Take out each one of us one by one trying to move through a crowded marketplace, in the broad daylight? Or maybe you’d rather they track us down here some evening, wipe out all of us—” I stopped as Rillia broke my gaze and looked at Caron, who was now watching Caoes as he slumbered by the fire.




    I pursed my lips, then sighed and put my mug down on the table. “All right. I suppose there’s enough darkness outside without bringing it here. The point is, the longer we stay here, the more at risk we are. We have to find the weak spots of the Order, and that means we need information. Neither you nor I can get enough of that information safely; if either of us gets caught, that’s the end, and the one of us left has worse odds. But Caron is a random element. The Order isn’t looking for them—”




    “A random element? This all started because the Order had the Service send you to assassinate them,” Rillia pointed out, folding her arms as she looked back at me. “They were a target before you were!”




    “Yes,” I replied. “But that was in Cohrelle, and the people involved are all dead. And even if the Order here was in charge of the one there—and that’s another reason we need to learn more about it, by the way—Caron is much less likely to attract attention in Tellisar, a larger city with thousands of people coming and going every day, with even more trade than Cohrelle has. Besides, you’re forgetting about their powers.”




    “Are you serious? Which of us saw those powers up close while the other was traipsing across Silarein?” Rillia looked again at Caron, who had turned away from Caoes and was focused on our conversation. Caron smiled, and Rillia’s eyes softened as she returned the smile. “Obviously I haven’t forgotten,” she said after a moment. “I’ve seen what they can do, and so have you. And if the Order also sees it, and if that interests them . . . ”




    “You said yourself that the Order wanted Caron dead,” I said. “Even if it knew about Caron’s powers, it clearly saw them as more of a threat than a potential asset. And as I said, the only ones who could know for sure one way or the other can’t tell anyone about it, because unlike Caron, they are dead.”




    Rillia glanced at me sharply. “Even if you won’t listen to me, Caron is clearly still at risk, as your little experiment in the Gauntlet Quarter proves. And for all of this risk, we’ve still learned nothing.”




    “Not nothing,” Caron said at last, and I looked at them in surprise. “Rillia’s right that we haven’t learned much so far . . . but that’s been useful too, because we know the places not to look now, except maybe for Carver’s shop.”




    “The merchant from earlier today,” I said, answering an unspoken question in Rillia’s glance. “But we’ll deal with Carver soon.”




    “So outside of that,” Caron went on, “we’ve already been in most of the rest of the Gauntlet Quarter, and not found much. We’ve been through much of the Helm Quarter, but there are mostly government offices and houses there, and not all that many people who aren’t rushing from one place to another; unless we start going into every building, there isn’t much we can find there either. The Sword Quarter is all soldiers and, well, swords, weapons and things like that; we mostly talked to soldiers or weapon merchants there about making swords and axes and hammers. And the Armor Quarter has the armor, mostly—”




    “We’re not sure about that,” I cut in. “There’s something odd about that part of the city . . . as if there’s more that’s not visible to outsiders. Even Cohrelle had layers, and this city is older.”




    “All right,” Caron agreed, “so maybe we still have to look there too. But there’s one place we haven’t really examined much at all, except when we first got to Tellisar, to find a place to live.”




    “You mean here?” Rillia said, sounding incredulous. “The Sabaton Quarter?”




    “It’s the biggest part of the city. Most people live here.”




    “And we can’t investigate them all, Caron,” Rillia replied. “Besides, the Order isn’t going to be running the Service out of someone’s home.”




    “There are a lot of temples and taverns, too,” Caron said, “and the Docks.”




    I shook my head. “I looked into the temples, but they’re all small, no real political power that I can tell, and none of them affiliated with Argoth. I checked out most of the taverns when we arrived, too, but people there were as tight-lipped as they were anywhere else in this city, especially about religion. They’re much less interested in talking about their faith, any faith, over a drink . . . and I can tell you the Order has never been interested in taverns or pubs anyway. In Cohrelle I was one of the only Acolytes who ever spent any time in one, even if I was doing it mostly to hear about the city from another angle. As for the Docks, maybe ships docking are carrying things for the Order and maybe they aren’t, but either way, most of the sailors there won’t know the first thing about any of the cargo they’ve got in the hold, and the captains aren’t going to talk to us.”




    Caron’s expression turned thoughtful. “Then we can’t find out what we need all by ourselves,” they said. “My teachers always said that wisdom comes from more than just yourself. Maybe we need more friends.”




    I sighed heavily. “Caron, we can’t trust—”




    “Maybe not on the surface you can’t,” they said, cutting me off. “But people are more than just what they show on the outside. Some people may want to help—in a city this big, there have to be some who would want to, some who know the city better than we do.”




    “We can’t take you around to sense every person, Caron,” Rillia said. “Even with the risk, the pattern would be unmistakable.”




    I was surprised to hear Caron’s voice waver. “Maybe, Rillia. So let’s be people.” They looked between our confused expressions. “You’re people,” they replied, watching us earnestly. “People like them, with hopes, fears, doubts.” They watched as Rillia and I exchanged glances. “Didn’t you both leave the Order because it thought you were servants, slaves, not people?” they finally said. “Didn’t you connect with each other, and with me, because we thought differently? Because we understood each other? So give them, and you, a chance to do the same thing.”




    Rillia hesitated, looked at me again, then shrugged and nodded. “I suppose you haven’t been wrong much before. If you think it makes sense, I’d rather do that than keep you next to the assassin’s blade.”




    I sighed again, but with a slight smile. “Fair enough, then. So the Sabaton Quarter: where do we try first?”




    “Well, there’s one place you didn’t mention yet,” Caron said. “If there are too many houses to search, and the temples and taverns don’t work, or the Docks . . . there’s still a pretty big part of the Quarter left over.”




    Rillia snorted, loudly enough to cause Caoes to stir in his sleep. “The Poor Markets? The Order’s never cared about criminals or merchants, much less the poor and destitute.”




    “Exactly,” Caron said with a grin. “The Order doesn’t like criminals and merchants . . . so where could we find better friends to help us against the Order than the place that has the most criminals and merchants in the entire city?”




    I found myself smiling along with Caron, and I looked at Rillia. “It’s ridiculous, isn’t it?” I said. “But it’s better than anything either of us have come up with. It’s late afternoon; no better time to see who the regulars are. This time you should come with us . . . but not alone.” I rose from my chair and walked over to the fire, kneeling down by the bed where the panther was sleeping. Ever since meeting Caoes months ago—or being “chosen” by him, as Caron put it—I had learned to pay close attention to his condition, to draw a measure of calm from his stoic demeanor. I had named him as both a tribute to my former Trainer and a nod to the chaos of my life at the time, but in truth, few creatures helped keep my world more stable than Caoes did.




    I took a moment to admire his sleek, lithe body, somehow radiating agility and grace even in rest, before leaning over and speaking. “Caoes!” I said quietly, then louder as he stretched his front legs so they were hanging over the edge of the bed. “Caoes, you’ve rested enough for the moment.” As if in answer, the panther yawned wide, revealing two rows of teeth flanking a pink tongue, and opened his eyes, which glowed yellow in the light of the fire as he blinked slowly. “Sorry,” I said, more quietly again. “But we need you, Caoes—at least, we need your ears and eyes.” I looked up at Rillia, who still had a slight frown of evident concern on her face, then at Caron’s thoughtful smile, before turning back to Caoes, whose yellow eyes were now gazing at me.




    “We have too many questions,” I said, looking back at him. “Let’s go get some answers.”




			~




    As Caron had said, the Sabaton Quarter was the largest part of the city, and given the size of Tellisar, that was saying something. So getting to the Poor Markets was not the shortest journey, especially since we were trying to stick to the main thoroughfares, crowded with people as the day gradually gave way to early evening. I had considered taking us through the smaller back streets, which had always been the safest paths to use when I was in Cohrelle. But if the Order had indeed begun to focus their search for us, those were exactly the paths the Service would also be using, and even with Rillia and Caoes alongside, I didn’t relish the prospect of dealing with a silent ambush against one or more Acolytes in the shadows of an unfamiliar alleyway. As uncomfortable as it was given my usual habits, in the midst of colorful crowds was the safest place for us to be at present.




    So we took our slow, careful way, pressing through squares and crossroads swelled with people and other creatures, children and adults, cows and goats and pigs, letting the laughter, crying, yelling, and grumbling blend together into one general rush of sound as we moved along. I was in front with Caron, eyes shifting left and right as I searched the sea of faces for expressions of recognition . . . or expressions of searching like my own, telltale signs of the training of an Acolyte. About fifty feet behind us were Rillia and Caoes, weaving around people, animals, wagons, and wheelbarrows as they kept us in sight. In a smaller or more isolated place I would have been more concerned about people’s reactions to Caoes, but I was less worried in Tellisar, where animals of all kinds were a common sight and even wild creatures were not unheard of, though I had yet to see another panther uncaged. In any case, Caoes had his ways of avoiding notice, padding quietly along below the sightlines of the travelers clogging the city streets, and most people against whom he might brush would probably assume a large dog had gone by.




    In Cohrelle, crowds like this would have included a number of merchants hawking their wares among the passersby, but I had heard that this practice had been abolished some time ago in Tellisar after an argument over the cost of a set of daggers had led to a near riot, with many people hurt and trampled. Now all mercantile activity was confined to officially sanctioned places within each Quarter, with the city’s notoriously inflexible Varan Guard enforcing the restriction. In the Sabaton Quarter, that meant the Poor Markets, which had started as separate stalls on different streets and had finally grown together into the largest place for sales and barters in the city . . . both legal and illegal, and ranging from barely suitable for the poor to supplying the wealthiest shops in the city. From what I could tell, there wasn’t much distinction drawn between these conditions, and there were no fences needed in the Poor Markets. The Tellisarian authorities had apparently decided not to take action . . . or perhaps, as Rillia suggested, had decided to take its cut through taxation, which was fairly high in Tellisar, again enforced by the Varan Guard.




    Either way, the Poor Markets was the place for buying and selling in the Sabaton Quarter, and as we finally came within sight of the first stall, its bright yellow flag waving as the sounds of buying, selling, haggling, curses, and commitments washed over us, my memory slipped for a moment into the merchant stalls of my youth. I remembered little of my childhood before the Order, covered in a haze of loneliness and pain, but the street festivals—the sights and sounds, the smells of fresh-baked spiced rolls drifting by as I hurried along, stomach rumbling—these held firm in my consciousness, and even if I had wanted to, I doubted I could shut those memories out. I never liked crowds, never felt comfortable around the masses of people found in parts of every city . . . except in a market, where something beyond my natural suspicions and concerns took over.




    “This doesn’t bother you,” a voice said, and I blinked as I looked down at Caron, who was smiling up at me. “You seem . . . calm, peaceful. Maybe even content.”




    “Let’s not take it too far,” I said with a frown as I looked back around again, watching a woman lift a blue fabric banner on which New Shipments Arrived was embroidered in sparkling gold thread. “I’m more likely to be calm when there’s no obvious knife at my throat, or yours, but that situation could change swiftly.”




    “Still,” they said, “it’s not your usual emotion.”




    I glanced at them sharply. “Are you still spying on my emotional state?” I held up a hand as I saw their brow furrow. “Sorry. I know it’s not spying, exactly; I’m just still not used to the experience of being so . . . easy to read.”




    Caron’s brow smoothed over as their usual smile returned. “Oh, you’re definitely not easy to read,” they said as their grin widened. “You just happen to have some consistent emotions. Something like this stands out.”




    “I’d rather that none of us stand out, Caron,” I replied as we moved into the first row of stalls, flags and signs flanking our path. “Less focus on me and more on the people around us would be helpful.”




    “Oh, yes,” Caron said, their expression quickly growing serious. “So far I don’t really sense anything that—”




    “No, no, no!” a loud voice near us suddenly said, cutting above the noise of the crowd. “You’ve already done enough to bankrupt me, Nuraleed.” We looked in the direction of the voice to see a short, rotund man wearing a gold and purple tunic with matching pants, hands on hips, standing in front of a stand on which rolls and loaves of bread had been arranged. His outfit gleamed in the light of the setting sun, but he was staring at an even more extraordinary figure. An enormous man perhaps six and a half feet tall stood looking down at him, olive-skinned with a dark mustache and twinkling green eyes; he wore a sleek turquoise turban, a gold caftan over a bright red tunic, and a purple sash, with a curved, jewel-encrusted sheath at his belt. The sunlight reflecting from the sheath was almost blinding, and the shimmering gold caftan looked ridiculous—but there was something about the eyes which made me pause.




    Suddenly the man broke out into laughter, a deep, rumbling sound which seemed to move the ground beneath our feet. “Bankrupt you, Castiun? I’ve bought enough of your rolls to keep you and your beloved family in the best house in the Gauntlet Quarter for years to come,” the man said, voice deep and rolling, with an accent the origin of which I couldn’t place.




    “Never mind the jokes,” Castiun replied, scowling. “You’re not a beggar, and I’m not a poorhouse. Three equinnes for one of my loaves would be a bargain; three equinnes for ten is an insult.”




    The man called Nuraleed grinned widely as he opened his arms and bowed slightly. “To insult an artist like you would be to do violence to the art itself, and that I would never do,” he said. “I am seeking a way to demonstrate my appreciation in a way which will both uplift you and provide me with a way to more fully experience your artistry.”




    Castiun folded his arms. “You’re seeking to rob me by giving me a ridiculously low offer for my bread, which you will then resell at a markup, or trade for other goods which you can in turn sell at a profit,” he said sourly.




    “Come on, Caron,” I said. “Just two thieves squabbling.”




    “Wait,” Caron said quietly. They were watching the exchange intensely, looking back and forth between the two men as the conversation continued.




    Nuraleed laughed again. “My stalls have stood next to yours for nearly a year, Castiun, during which time I have had to suffer the exquisite torture of being wrapped in the scents of your exceptional bread every day. I have simply chosen to end that torture through a fair and reasonable offer, a sign of my admiration for your work. Surely any objective person, like these people,” he said, suddenly sweeping his arm in a grand gesture in our direction, “would agree that such an offer could never be seen as an act of robbery. It is a sign of deep respect.”




    Castiun sighed. “This is how you operate, Nuraleed: flatter and cajole, convince the other party that you find them enthralling and extraordinary, then fleece them for all they’re worth.”




    Nuraleed’s eyes widened, and his mouth opened in apparent shock. “I’m deeply wounded,” he said after a moment, “that you would so impugn my reputation, or my intentions. From a generosity of spirit and a dedication to our close connection, I was prepared to raise my already substantial offer to five equinnes. But it appears there is no reason to demonstrate my full commitment to an honest and fair arrangement for us both.”




    “Five equinnes is still half of what this is worth,” Castiun said. “Nine equinnes is more than honest and fair, but I’m willing to take nine simply to keep you from plaguing me.”




    “Would that I could empty my purse so completely,” the larger man countered, “but alas, I am in no such position. I have only six equinnes remaining.”




    “Seven.”




    “One more than I have, sadly. It seems I will have to remain in my state of torture.”




    Castiun’s eyes narrowed as he studied Nuraleed’s face, perhaps looking for a break in the man’s placid demeanor. Finally he shook his head. “Fine, six it is, you thief,” he growled. “But one payment; no installments this time. And if—” Suddenly he stopped and turned, and with a swift motion he stepped behind his bread stand and reached down, prompting a high-pitched yelp from an unseen figure. “I won’t be robbed twice in one day, gutter rat,” the merchant hissed as he pulled up, none too gently, a child of perhaps seven or eight years old, dressed in a brown tunic, pants, and hat; their face was filthy, and the matted dark hair extending below the hat didn’t look much cleaner. In one of their hands they clutched a roll.




    I glanced at Caron, but they were still staring at Nuraleed; behind me, I knew, Rillia might well be staring just as intensely at me. For his part, Nuraleed was silent, watching the scene unfold.




    “You see, Nuraleed,” Castiun said, holding the child by the shoulder, “this is what happens when people believe they can take things from others with impunity. And this is what should happen when they get caught. Guard!” he shouted. The child did not struggle or protest, but looked up at me with dark, hollow eyes I understood all too well. I had seen it before, from the desperately hungry and poor, from those who had given up on everything but the grinding drive to survive, whatever the cost. Yes, I had seen it before.




    When I was young, I had felt it.




    I stepped forward, but hesitated, gaze still on the child. To expose us for a memory, for a young thief who would probably be dead within the month anyway, was more than foolish . . . but still—




    “Perhaps that is not needed, Castiun,” a deep voice said, and startled out of my reverie, I looked up to see Nuraleed, arms by his sides. “How much is that roll? I’ll pay the child’s debt.”




    Castiun snorted. “Now you’re in the mood to be generous? I don’t think so. We’ve already had our discussion.” He looked down at the motionless child. “This one’s for the Guard.”




    Nuraleed frowned. “Perhaps an . . . alteration to our original deal is in order.”




    The other merchant looked up slowly, eyes narrowed. “Ten equinnes,” he said slowly. Nuraleed’s mustache twitched, but after a moment he gave a tight nod. Taking his purse from his belt, he tossed it to Castiun, who caught it with his free hand.




    “You got lucky,” he said to the child. “Don’t count on your luck saving you again.” With a push, he let the child go. “I assume you can take care of the stock, Nuraleed,” he said with a chuckle, before turning and vanishing into the swirling crowds. The child stared up at Nuraleed, but only for a moment, as the massive man sank to one knee, bringing his eyes level with theirs. I could not hear what he said, but after a few words he rose, went to the bread stand and collected several rolls and loaves into a brown paper wrapping, then came back to the child and handed them over. The child stared for a moment at the bundle in their hands, then up at Nuraleed, then glanced for a second at us before turning and darting into the crowd, where they were quickly lost to sight.




    I heard a small laugh, and glancing down I saw Caron watching the child vanish. Then their eyes twinkled. “But see: where better to find a friend?” they asked as they turned. And following their gaze, I saw Nuraleed looking at us with a quizzical expression, his arms folded over his gleaming gold and red-clothed torso.
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